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which Vishnu, riding upon the back of the bird Garuda, sank in the
depths of the ocean to serve as the dasher of the churn. The serpent
Vasuki was passed round this giant dasher to serve as a cord, and the
churning began, the gods hauling at the tail of the serpent, and the
Asuras at his head in rhythmical succession, each team in turn. In
order to support Mount Mandara, which threatened to sink into the
abyss, Vishnu assumed the form of a giant tortoise and, placing
himself beneath the mountain, held it up with his massive form. At
the same time Vishnu stood in the centre, under another form, be-
tween the two teams of gods and Asuras, and directed their mighty
task. Suddenly a poison, the hdlahala, spurted forth from the seeth-
ing waves and would have caused the very gods to perish had not Siva
swallowed it out of compassion for all creatures; and so virulent was
the venom that the terrible god had a blue mark left for ever on his
throat from the burning. Next a series of wonderful creatures rose
from the ocean, one after the other: the white cow of Agnihotra,
the horse Uchchaihsravas with his moon-coloured coat, Airavata, the
king of the white elephants, who was to bear Indra on his back, the
ruby kaustubha, which was afterwards to adorn the breast of Vishnu,
the tree of plenty parijata, the source of good things, the Indian
nymphs or apsaras, and then, wonder of wonders, the Indian
Aphrodite, Sri, or Lakshmi, who became the consort of Vishnu:
" Holding in her hand a wreath of lotus," says the Bhagavata Pur-
ana, " round which hummed the bees, she turned her gracious face,
made lovely by the smile of modesty, and against whose cheeks
sparkled beautiful ear-rings; her two breasts, perfectly matched
and close together, were covered with powdered sandalwood and
saffron; her belly was so slight that it was scarcely seen; her every
step was accompanied by the tuneful jingle of the anklets which
adorned her feet, and her whole body was like a golden liana " (cf.
Fig. 71 and 101). Last of all, there rose from the tossing waves a